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Abstract:
Recent reforms in New South Wales, Australia, prioritise adoption over long-term foster care.
While previous research has examined motivation to foster, less is known about the interest by
the general public in adoption from out-of-home care. A general sample of the New South Wales
public (N = 1030) completed an online survey about adoption practices and their willingness to
consider adopting from out-of-home care, with background questions on perceived social support
and life satisfaction. Barriers to pursuing adoption were identified, including concerns about the
characteristics of the child related to their experiences of care, and personal impacts including
financial costs. Availability of post-adoption supports was viewed positively as increasing
interest in adoption. General Linear Model univariate analyses identified that likelihood of
considering adoption was primarily predicted by younger age, knowing someone who had been
adopted as a child, actively practicing religion, living in the city rather than a regional area, and
higher life satisfaction. Customised marketing campaigns can target people more likely to
consider adoption, with messages that resonate with their social and psychological
characteristics. There is also a need for policy changes to ensure adequate provision of postadoption support.
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The adoption of children from out-of-home care, typically from foster care, represents an
attempt to address the challenges of children who drift in and out of the care system, together
with the goal to provide stability in care for vulnerable children and adolescents (Moye &
Rinker, 2002). Whilst other countries, such as the US and UK, have viewed and implemented
adoption as a placement option for children in out-of-home care decades earlier, Australia has
only recently placed emphasis on adoption from out-of-home care, primarily in the state of New
South Wales (NSW). There are also differences in legislation and adoption practices among the
jurisdictions. For instance, US legislation favours adoption over other placement options
(Sargent, 2003). On the other hand, in the UK, adoption is perceived as a last resort when it is
determined that a child cannot be placed in a kinship or long-term foster placement (Sloan,
2013).
The overall numbers for adoption in Australia have been steadily declining in the past 25
years. This is partly due to the continuing decline of intercountry adoptions, which is attributable
to improvements in the economic and social development of sending countries as well as the
tightening of eligibility criteria for prospective adoptive parents. However, known child
adoptions (i.e., where the child already knows or has an established relationship with the
adoptive parent/s) have been gradually increasing since 2012-13 and comprised nearly threequarters of all adoptions during 2017-18 (Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, 2018), with
adoption by foster carers the most common (63%). This increase has been largely driven by
policy and practice changes in NSW which aim to provide permanent and stable homes to
children in out-of-home care. Compared to other countries, the rate of adoptions relative to the
number of children in out-of-home care in Australia is relatively low. Considering NSW alone,
the rate of adoptions from out-of-home care was less than 1% in 2017-18, whereas it is estimated
to be 6% in England (Department for Education, 2017) and 13% in the US (Adoption and Foster
Care Analysis and Reporting System data, 2017).
Historical adoption practices have contributed to the comparatively low numbers of
adoption in Australia. During the 1900s, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children were
forcibly removed from their families and placed with non-Indigenous families as a result of
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protectionist and child welfare policies and practices (Australian Human Rights Commission,
2012). Such removals were attempts to merge, absorb, or assimilate Aboriginal children into
non-Indigenous society. In addition, during the decades leading to the mid-1970s, when minimal
support services were available for single mothers, there was significant pressure on pregnant
unwed girls and women to relinquish their babies at birth so they could be adopted by married
couples (Higgins, 2010, 2012). To the present day, it is apparent that the children, parents and
families affected by these practices continue to suffer lifelong negative consequences due to the
trauma of separation and experience of unresolved grief and loss (Australian Human Rights
Commission, 2012; Kenny, Higgins, Soloff, & Sweid, 2012).
From the 1970s and onwards, there were shifts in adoptions practices, coinciding with a
reduction in the number of adoptions. Fewer children were relinquished for adoption due to
greater availability of family planning services and sole-income parent support, as well as less
negative attitudes towards unwed mothers. Adoption was viewed as being less about a service
for couples wishing to adopt and more as a service for children, with their welfare being the key
priority (Australian Institute of Family Studies, 1992). Further, there was greater recognition of
the rights and interests of the various parties, particularly with respect to the adopted person’s
informational needs. Within Australian states and territories, laws were amended to allow sealed
adoption records to be opened and for contact between birth parents and their children to occur.
Adoption practices became more open, emphasising the needs of the adopted child and the open
exchange of information (Ferrerira, 2014).
Despite these shifts in societal attitudes and practices, however, the history of adoption
practices in Australia still contributes to a reticence among practitioners to consider open
adoption as a permanency option for children in out-of-home care (Tregeagle, Moggach, Cox, &
Voigt, 2014). Cashmore (2014) suggested possible reasons for the low numbers of children being
adopted from out-of-home care in Australia. First, the severance of legal ties between child and
biological family is viewed as highly inappropriate in light of past adoption practices. Child,
family and community peak Aboriginal organisations continue to strongly oppose the permanent
removal of Aboriginal children from their families by statutory child protection systems in any
form as it bears a resemblance to the Stolen Generations (SNAICC, 2018). From the perspective
of Aboriginal people, continuing to remove children will not mitigate the long-term and
intergenerational trauma of historical child removal (AbSec, 2018). Second, the process for
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adoption is seen to be complex and long; and there is a lack of workers who are skilled in taking
the application through the Supreme Court. Finally, there are concerns about the level of
financial and non-financial support after the adoption, which is often necessary if the child has
had early adverse experiences. Despite these challenges, New South Wales is undertaking
concerted efforts to increase the numbers of open adoptions from out-of-home care (Smith,
2018).

The NSW Context
In late 2014, the Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998 (hereafter
referred to as the Care Act) was amended to emphasise the importance of permanency for
children for whom there is no realistic chance of restoration to their birth family and attempted to
prioritise other permanency options above that of parental responsibility to the Minister (i.e.,
long-term foster care). The amendments specify the following placement options for nonIndigenous children who cannot be restored to their birth parents: (1) guardianship by a relative,
kin or other suitable person; (2) open adoption; and (3) parental responsibility of the Minister
until 18 years of age. In acknowledgement of past practices during the period of the Stolen
Generations, the order of preferences for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children is
different, reflecting the Aboriginal Child Placement Principle 1 (Tilbury, Burton, Sydenham,
Boss, & Louw, 2013). When guardianship and long-term foster care are not practicable nor in the
best interests of the child, the last preference is for an open adoption. This only occurs following
extensive consultation and cultural planning.
In NSW, to adopt a child from out-of-home care, the prospective adoptive parent(s) must
first be the authorised long-term carer(s) of the child (i.e., their foster carer). The route from
foster care to adoption in NSW is a two-step process, regulated by two courts. First, the
Children’s Court makes a finding under the Care Act that there is no realistic possibility for the
child to be restored to their parents, and then decides the appropriate placement in accordance
with the order of placement principles. Second, if the child’s foster carers wish to pursue
adoption, an application is made to the Supreme Court, under the Adoption Act 2000. As part of

1

The Aboriginal Child Placement Principle aims to ensure government intervention into family life does not
disconnect children from their family and culture. In circumstances where children need to be placed into out-ofhome care for protective reasons, the first preference is for children to be placed within family and kinship networks,
followed by non-related carers in the child’s community, then carers in another Aboriginal community.
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the adoption application, prospective adoptive parents are expected to demonstrate effort and
capacity to facilitate direct contact with birth relatives as a means to support the child’s
relationships with them and to inform identity formation.
It is important to note that the legislative reforms in NSW are recent and have had little
time to take effect compared to those in the US and UK (Ross & Cashmore, 2016). Given the
NSW government’s policy efforts to increase the number of adoptions from out-of-home care,
part of that effort will require identifying, recruiting and retaining people who are suitable and
willing to become prospective adoptive parents. As adoption from out-of-home care is a twostage process, in which the prospective adoptive parent must first be the authorised long-term
carer of the child, there is a need to understand what motivates or prevents people from deciding
to adopt: (1) before they become foster carers, and (2) when they are a foster carer. The current
study focuses on the former by exploring what factors are related to general interest in adopting
children from out-of-home care, while a separate study examines the latter (e.g., Luu, Collings,
Wright, Pope, & Spencer, 2018). Findings could be used inform the framing of messages for the
recruitment of foster carers who intend to adopt. Despite differences in policy and practice across
different jurisdictions, research from the US and UK, and limited Australian research, can
provide some insight into the general public’s motivation to adopt, as detailed in the next section.

Literature on Motivation to Adopt
Prior research has attempted to map the influence of specific demographic characteristics
on motivations to adopt, although no clear consensus has been reached. For example, the
association between motivation to adopt with factors such as age, education, employment status,
marital status and family income is not straightforward (Bausch, 2006; Dave Thomas Foundation
for Adoption, 2013; Scott & Duncan, 2013; Van Laningham, Scheuble, & Johnson, 2012).
However, considerations of adoption are often more prevalent among 18-35-year-olds, which
intuitively makes sense given that it is an age when childbearing decisions are likely to be made.
Overall, it is difficult to fully unpack the influence of specific demographic characteristics on
motivations to adopt, and it may be unique to the type of adoption or the specific jurisdiction
being studied.
One factor that has consistently been associated with considering adoption, however, is
personal experience with adoption or knowing someone (e.g., family member, close friend) who
5

was adopted, has adopted a child, or has placed a child for adoption. For example, those who
have adopted or fostered, or know someone who has, are more likely to view adoption and
fostering positively and consider doing it (Scott & Duncan, 2013). Bausch (2006) also found
that, after accounting for a range of factors (e.g., age, gender, employment status), willingness to
adopt was higher for those who were themselves adopted or knew family members or relatives
who were adopted. Therefore, having exposure to other individuals who have had personal
adoption experiences can influence a person’s motivation to adopt.
Research studies also indicate that there is an intersection between intentions to foster
and intentions to adopt. For example, in a largescale US survey by Malm and Welti (2010) of
adoptive parents (including adoptions from foster care, private adoptions, and intercountry
adoptions), primary motivations for adoption were to provide a permanent home for a child,
which was followed by a chance to expand their family. However, adoptive parents who knew
the child prior to the adoption were less likely to cite infertility as their primary motivation for
adopting, instead providing other reasons, such as the fact that they had a pre-established bond
with the child. Such findings are consistent with prior studies which suggest that those who are
motivated to adopt a child from foster care are those who are currently fostering a child or had
prior experience (Beek & Schofield, 2002; Denby, Alford, & Ayala, 2011). The results of a
survey conducted by Tyebjee (2003) showed that the main motivations to adopt or foster tend to
be child-focused: that it would make a positive difference in a child’s life and that there were
many children in need.
Personal barriers to adopting from foster care have also been extensively documented in
the literature (Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute, 2002; Khanna & Killian, 2015; Scott &
Duncan, 2013). There are common themes in terms of barriers for those considering adoption
from out-of-home care. These include: (1) a lack of knowledge and understanding of the steps
prior to applying to adopt; (2) concerns about the child and the impact the adoption will have on
the child and the adoptive parent; and (3) the lack of information about, or availability of, postadoption financial and non-financial supports. Clearly then, many of the barriers appear to be
related to knowledge or informational needs, which can be systematically addressed through
proper information channels. In line with this notion, a marketing proposal by Scott and Duncan
(2013), commissioned by the Department of Education in England on the recruitment of foster
carers and adoptive parents, noted that messaging about the kinds of children in need, the criteria
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for applicants, details of the application process, and available supports should be clear and
simple.
Limited research has been conducted in Australia about people’s motivation to adopt
children from care. To date, most studies have focused on the motivation and barriers for people
to become foster carers. For example, Ciarrochi, Randle, Miller, and Dolnicar (2012) found that
people who sought information about foster care and expressed an interest or intention towards
becoming foster carers were more likely to have high social support from friends as well as
empathy, hope and a problem-solving orientation. Randle, Miller, Dolnicar, and Ciarrochi (2014)
explored the potential barriers to becoming a foster carer in a panel survey. Even though personal
circumstances and the amount of commitment needed to be a carer were main concerns, three of
the top five reasons for choosing not to foster included the fact that: (1) nobody had ever asked
them to foster a child, (2) the opportunity never arose, and (3) that they did not know anything
about foster care. Such findings point to an initial solution in Australia: addressing the need for
more information for those who may be interested in becoming foster carers. Given that
motivations to adopt and foster are often similar (Tyebjee, 2003), messaging may also include
information about the possibility of later adopting the children in their care.
A recent study conducted by Adopt Change (2015) examined Australian perceptions and
attitudes toward adoption. The findings of a survey of 1014 respondents revealed that few
Australians have heard about adoption or fostering (about 39%), and that as much as 60-75% did
not think they will likely adopt in the future nor would ever consider it. However, adoption in
general is viewed positively with over 83% agreeing that adoption provides children with a
loving home with someone who wants them, opportunities they would not otherwise have, a
better life, and that it also brings joy to a family. Over 80% of respondents also indicated that an
adopted child should still have knowledge and links to their birth family and culture. When
respondents were provided with actual statistics for Australian children in out-of-home care (e.g.,
how many stayed in out-of-home care for two or more years, and how many were adopted within
the past year), they expressed concern and over half were motivated to sign a petition or support
change in adoption legislation. Such findings suggest that improving awareness and knowledge
is an important task for motivating the public to consider adoption.

Study Aims and Research Questions
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This study was funded by a state government department and conducted by an
independent research institute hosted within a university. The aim of this study was to investigate
factors that may facilitate or prevent people from considering adoption from out-of-home care in
NSW. There is variability in legislation and practices across Australia, with many other state and
territory policies promoting parental responsibility (also known as guardianship) orders rather
than adoption when a child is in permanent care. The focus of this study was the NSW context,
which has an increasing number of carer adoptions each year as well as clear government
initiatives that attempt to increase the number of children who are adopted from out-of-home
care. A representative sample of over 1000 respondents completed an online survey designed to
assess their understanding of NSW adoption practices and their willingness to consider adopting
from out-of-home care. The research questions for this study were:
1. What are the facilitators and barriers to adopting a child from out-of-home care as
perceived by the NSW general public? Are there specific concerns about adopting a child
from out-of-home care?
2. What are the characteristics of people more likely to consider adopting a child from outof-home care?

Methodology
Participants
A total of 1030 respondents completed the online survey in October-November 2017. An
online research panel firm was asked to recruit a general sample from NSW that was
representative of the population for age and sex. The firm is an established market research
sample provider which recruits respondents by partnering with leading global brands. With each
completed survey, panel members earn points which can be used to redeem vouchers or rewards.
After launch of the survey, there were difficulties in reaching the target quota for 18-24-year-old
males. As a result, 25-34 and 35-44 age groups of both genders were targeted given that these
age groups are more likely to be making family and childrearing decisions when compared to 1824-year-olds and those beyond 45 years of age.
The final sample consisted of 1030 respondents with age breakdown as follows: 18-24year-olds (6%), 25-34-year-olds (28%), 35-44-year-olds (27%), 45-54-year-olds (17%), and 55
years and over (22%). Further characteristics of the final sample are presented in Table 1.
8

[INSERT TABLE 1]
Instrument and Measures
The survey instrument was designed to explore and understand respondents’ views of
open adoption and the adoption of children from foster care. Questions for the survey were
drawn and adapted from surveys that were used in other research studies, including Randle et al.
(2014) and surveys conducted by NSW Family and Community Services that have not been
publically released. Prior to data collection, the questionnaire was pilot-tested by three members
of the general public to ensure questions were clear and being interpreted as intended. Measures
for the key constructs are outlined below.
Understanding of open adoption. Respondents were asked if they had a sibling, family
member, or friend who was adopted as a child. They were then asked to indicate if they knew
what open adoption is and, for those who indicated ‘Yes’, to use a free-form text box to define
the term in their own words.
Consideration and motivation to adopt. Respondents were asked whether they had ever
thought about adopting a child (“Yes” or “No”), and to indicate how likely they would be to
consider adopting a child now or in the future on a 5-point Likert scale (“very likely” to “very
unlikely”).
To further explore what might facilitate respondents’ likelihood of adopting from foster
care, a list of factors was provided (e.g., if the application process was simple, if financial
support was available) and respondents were asked whether any of the factors would encourage
them to consider adopting a child from foster care.
Specific concerns about adopting from foster care. Respondents were provided with a
list of statements regarding concerns about adopting a child from foster care (e.g., “I am
concerned I would not be accepted by the child I wish to adopt”) and asked to indicate their level
of agreement on a 5-point Likert scale.
Social support. The Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet,
Dahlem, Zimet, & Farley, 1988) was used to assess the perceived adequacy of support from
family, friends and significant other for all respondents. It consists of a 7-point Likert scale from
“very strongly disagree” to “very strongly agree”. Respondents rated their level of agreement in
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response to a series of statements (e.g., “there is a special person who is around when I am in
need”).
Life satisfaction. The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin,
1985) was used to capture global life satisfaction for all respondents. On a 5-point Likert scale
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, respondents indicated their level of agreement with
a series of statements (e.g., “in most ways, my life is close to my ideal”).
Demographics. The final part of the survey asked respondents about general
demographics including gender, age group, marital status (married, de facto or same-sex
relationship, single, separated, widowed, divorced), region (e.g., living in city, suburban, or
regional area), employment status (unpaid work inside home, full time paid work outside of
home, part time paid work outside home, self-employed, volunteer work, retired), education
level (Year 12 or below, trade/apprenticeship, Bachelor’s degree or above), actively practicing
religion (active, not active), have own children (yes, no), and average household income per
annum.

Analysis
Results were largely quantitative and descriptive, comprising the number of respondents
who, for instance, agreed or disagreed with specific statements. These are presented as
percentages. Qualitative data relating to respondents’ written definitions for the term, open
adoption, were compiled and examined using an inductive approach. Similar responses were
grouped, with a theme identified for each group. Correct definitions of open adoption included
references to the exchange of information and/or opportunities for contact between adoptive and
birth families. Other definitions were identified as follows: incorrect or not enough information
(e.g., “like foster care, not permanent”, “good”); general definitions of adoption (e.g., “looking
after someone’s child who is not your own biologically”, “taking a child in to your family,
permanently”); believing that open refers to the expansion of criteria for the suitability of
prospective adoptive parents (e.g., “being allowed to adopt any child without restriction”,
“anyone can adopt”) or emphasising infant relinquishments without mention of information
exchange or contact (e.g., “adoption means taking responsibility by taking someone’s abandoned
child”, “taking over as parent for someone else’s child they do not want for whatever reason”).
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Finally, to explore associations between likelihood of considering adoption and specific
variables, General Linear Model univariate analyses were conducted with likelihood of
considering adoption as the dependent variable and knowledge of open adoption, knowing
someone who had been adopted, perceived social support, satisfaction with life and each
demographic variable as the independent variable. Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc comparisons
were conducted to further examine any significant effects that emerged. Finally, stepwise
regression analysis was conducted to identify the best subset of variables that predicted
respondents’ likelihood of considering adoption.

Results
Understanding of Open Adoption
A third of respondents (33%) indicated that they had a sibling, relative or friend who was
adopted as a child. When asked to self-report whether they knew what open adoption is, 46% of
respondents reported that they did know. These respondents were then asked to provide a written
definition for open adoption. On exploration of the definitions provided by those who claimed to
be knowledgeable, only 43% were aware that open adoption involves an exchange of
information between adoptive and birth families, and/or opportunities for contact with birth
family members. In other words, only 20% of the overall total of respondents could provide an
accurate definition for open adoption.
Consideration and Motivation to Adopt
When asked whether they had ever thought about adopting a child, 60% of respondents
indicated they had not. In addition, when asked about how likely they would consider adopting a
child now or in the future, 19% were “somewhat likely” and 6% were “very likely”. On the other
hand, 16% indicated that they were “somewhat unlikely” and 35% were “very unlikely. One
quarter of respondents (25%) were neither likely nor unlikely to consider adopting a child now or
in the future.
Respondents were presented with a list of potential factors and asked what factors would
encourage them to consider adopting from foster care. The factors selected by respondents were
largely about financial and non-financial supports (see Figure 1). One third of participants (33%)
noted that availability of financial support to meet the child’s needs would motivate them to
consider adopting a child from foster care. Availability of support services for adoptive parents
11

was also a motivating factor, noted by 29% of respondents. Respondents also noted that they
would be encouraged to adopt a child from foster care if they perceived the application process
to be simpler (30%) and if there was better information on the application process (25%).
Interestingly, around a quarter of respondents (24%) would be encouraged to adopt if they could
have confidence that the birth parents could not take the child back. For 31% of respondents,
however, nothing would encourage them to adopt a child from foster care.

[INSERT FIGURE 1]
Specific concerns about adopting a child from foster care. Respondents indicated the
extent to which they agreed or disagreed with a list of statements relating to concerns about the
impact of adopting a child from foster care (Figure 2). It appears that the public’s key concerns
about adopting a child from foster care were centred on characteristics of the adoptive child,
including the potential for the child to exhibit difficult behaviours, the impact of the child’s early
life experiences, and being accepted by the child. Respondents were also concerned about how
an adoption may affect the relationships with children they already had, the adoption process and
the impact of the adoption on their financial situation. It is also interesting to note that there were
concerns that the child might be restored to his or her birth family, with 12% strongly agreeing
and 38% agreeing with this statement. Finally, there appeared to be a low level of concern about
whether respondents’ friends or family would be unsupportive during or after the adoption
process.

[INSERT FIGURE 2]
Factors Relating to Likelihood of Considering Adoption
To understand the characteristics related to a greater likelihood of considering adoption,
several variables were examined. These included respondents’ knowledge of open adoption (as
determined by their written definitions rather than their self-reported knowledge), knowing
someone (sibling, relative or friend) who had been adopted, perceived overall social support, and
satisfaction with life. Several demographics variables were also examined including: gender,
marital status, age, region, employment, level of education, income, active practicing or religion,
and whether they had any children.
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In exploring the link between likelihood of considering adoption and these variables,
General Linear Model univariate analyses were conducted with likelihood of considering
adoption as the dependent variable and knowledge of open adoption, perceived social support,
satisfaction with life or each demographic variable as the independent variable. Analyses
revealed that there were no significant effects for gender and marital status. However, significant
effects were found for the other variables. Bonferroni-corrected post-hoc comparisons were
conducted to further examine these effects, as summarised in Table 2.

[INSERT TABLE 2]
To summarise, likelihood of considering adoption was higher among respondents who
could correctly define open adoption and knew someone who had been adopted as a child.
Respondents were more likely to consider adopting if they had a high level of social support than
moderate or low levels of social support, and more likely if they had a moderate level of social
support than a low level. For satisfaction with life, respondents who were extremely satisfied
with their life were more likely to consider adopting a child than those who were satisfied,
slightly satisfied, or slightly dissatisfied with their life.
There was a clear trend with respect to age, with older respondents less likely to consider
adopting when compared with their younger counterparts. For example, respondents who were
aged 55 and over were less likely to consider adopting when compared to 45-54-year-olds, 3544-year-olds, 25-34-year-olds, and 18-24-year-olds. Similarly, 45-54-year-olds were less likely
to consider adopting than younger age groups, and the same pattern was observed for 35-44year-olds. The two youngest age groups, 18-24 and 25-34-year-olds did not differ significantly
from each other in motivation to adopt.
Respondents living in metropolitan areas were more likely to consider adopting a child
than those who lived in suburban or regional areas, and those living in suburban areas were more
likely to consider adopting than those who lived in regional areas. In relation to form of
employment, retired respondents were significantly less likely to consider adopting when
compared to all other forms of employment status (i.e., full-time paid work outside home, parttime paid work outside home, unpaid work inside home, self-employed, and volunteer work).
Further, those in full-time paid work outside of home more likely to consider adopting than those
who did unpaid work inside the home.
13

Education, income and having own children also had an effect. Respondents who held a
Bachelor’s degree or above were more likely to consider adopting than those who had completed
a trade/apprenticeship or who had completed secondary education only. Respondents with low
income were less likely to consider adopting a child than those who had moderate or high
income classified as high or moderate. In addition, respondents who did not have children were
more likely to consider adopting than those who had children.
Finally, respondents who actively practice a religion were more likely to consider
adopting a child than those who did not. Further analyses revealed that there were differences by
denomination: F(6,306) = 4.55, p < .001, η2 = .082, with those who actively practiced
Christianity (M = 3.41, SE = .089) being more likely to consider adoption than those who
actively practiced Hinduism (M = 2.52, SE = .236) or Islam (M = 2.48, SE = .244). However,
such results should be interpreted with caution due to small sample sizes (e.g., between 3 to 30
respondents for denominations other than Christianity).
As a final analysis, the unique contribution of respondents’ knowledge of open adoption,
knowing someone who had been adopted, perceived overall social support, and satisfaction with
life, as well as the demographics variables included above, on respondents’ likelihood of
considering adoption was examined. A stepwise regression was conducted to identify the subset
of variables that best predicted respondents’ adoption consideration. In this procedure, the
predictor with the smallest probability of F is first entered if the value is smaller than .05 (i.e.,
the strongest predictor). As the next strongest predictors are added, previously-entered predictors
may no longer remain significant. At each step, all variables in the model are again examined
and previously-entered predictors are removed if their p-value is greater than 0.1. The process
continues until no predictors in the equation can be removed and none of the excluded variables
fulfill the requirement for entry into the model (Keith, 2006; Meyers, Gamst, & Guarino, 2006).
The prediction model contained five predictors and was reached in five steps with no
variables removed. The model was statistically significant, F(5, 886) = 101.63, p < .001, and
accounted for approximately 36% of the variance of likelihood of considering adoption (R2 =
.364, Adjusted R2 = .361). Likelihood of considering adoption was primarily predicted by
younger age, knowing someone who had been adopted as a child, actively practicing religion,
living in the city, and higher life satisfaction. Table 3 details the regression coefficients,
associated correlations and structure coefficients of the predictors (Courville & Thompson,
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2001). Age had the strongest weight in the model followed by knowing someone who had been
adopted as a child, and region, whilst religious practice and life satisfaction received the lowest
weights. The unique variance accounted for by each of the predictors, as indicated by the squared
semi-partial correlations was highest for age at 23%, whereas it was 2% for knowing someone
who was adopted, 1% for region and less than 1% for religion and life satisfaction. From
examining the structure coefficients, it appears that age is a strong predictor and region is a
moderate indicator of likelihood of considering adoption.

[INSERT TABLE 3]
Discussion
The aim of this study was to understand the facilitators and barriers to adoption from outof-home care in NSW, and to identify the characteristics of people who are more likely to adopt.
Findings highlighted three key points which warrant further discussion. The first relates to
educating the general population, which has a poor understanding of open adoption. Few people
are aware that adopted children are likely to still have contact with their birth families. There is
also a misconception that children adopted from out-of-home care can be restored to their birth
parents. Providing accurate information about the realities of open adoption would be valuable in
educating the general population about this relatively new and unknown concept. For example,
the fear of losing the child to their birth parents has been identified as a key barrier to people
becoming foster carers, and so this misconception is also likely to prevent people from becoming
adoptive parents (Randle et al., 2014).
The specific concerns identified in the present study regarding adoption from out-ofhome care are consistent with existing literature (e.g., Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption,
2013). There were concerns about children’s difficult behaviours, whether they would be
accepted by the child, as well as the impact the adoption would have on finances and the existing
family. These concerns are indicative of a public perception that children in foster care are, in
some way, troubled or damaged (Adopt Change, 2015). Given these findings, marketing
strategies would need to address these specific concerns by providing reliable information about
the diverse range of children who end up in foster care and the reasons why they are in foster
care, together with the benefits of adopting a child from foster care both for the child and their
adoptive parents.
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The second finding worthy of discussion relates to systematic changes that would make
the prospect of adoption more appealing to people. While some key barriers to adopting cannot
be controlled or reduced, others could potentially be addressed through changes to policy and
administrative procedures. Perhaps the most difficult barrier to overcome relates to the segment
of the population that has never thought about adoption in the past and would not consider it in
the future. This result supports a 2015 survey conducted by Adopt Change which showed that
between 60-75% of Australians are unlikely to consider adopting in the future. The fact that this
‘non-interested’ segment exists in the population supports the use of targeted communications
campaigns that avoid wasting resources on this group who would never consider adopting.
Broad-brush marketing campaigns aimed at reaching the entire population, including the ‘not
interested’ group, effectively waste resources on this half of the population.
However, other systematic factors can be changed. For example, the current system is
perceived to provide inadequate support for adoptive parents, especially compared to foster
carers, as indicated in the findings of focus groups conducted with NSW foster carers regarding
their motivation to adopt the children in their care (Luu et al., 2018). Specifically, there can be
substantial disadvantages to people transitioning from being foster carers to adoptive parents,
including the loss of financial support, ongoing caseworker support, access to training and
specialists, and assistance with managing birth family contact. These disadvantages could be
seen to outweigh the benefits of adopting from out-of-home care (which include autonomy of
decision-making for the child and legal permanence).
As of July 2017, adoptive parents in NSW are eligible to receive: (1) an OOHC Adoption Annual
Payment, a yearly payment of $1,500 paid to the adoptive parents from the time the final
adoption order is made to the time the child turns 18; (2) an Adoption Transition Support
Payment, a one-off payment of $3,000 paid in the first year, intended to further help families
with costs likely to arise in the first years after the adoption; and (3) an OOHC Adoption
Allowance, a fortnightly payment based on the child’s age and subject to the adoptive family’s
eligibility for Family Tax Benefit Part A (i.e., means-tested; NSW Family and Community
Services, 2018). While there should be efforts to ensure the public is informed about the
financial supports available to adoptive parents, there is also a need for policy changes that
reflect the need for non-financial post-adoption supports.
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To adopt a child from out-of-home care in NSW, the adoptive parent(s) must first be the
authorised long-term carer(s) of the child. It is not uncommon for carers to start out in respite or
emergency roles, which involve a relatively low-level commitment, before becoming short-term
and, finally, long-term foster carers. It may be that the pathway to adoption follows a similarly
stepped approach, in which an individual starts as a foster carer and then transitions to an
adoptive parent. The transition may be a result of the carers’ increased confidence in their own
parenting skills and abilities, or experiencing the rewards of being a foster carer which are
intrinsic and often difficult to describe to new carers until they have experienced it for
themselves. It would be important to communicate this stepped approach, and the gradual
increase in commitment, to potential carers and adoptive parents so they know the full range of
options and understand that there is flexibility to have as much or as little commitment as they
are comfortable with. This would give potential carers and adoptive parents assurance that they
have autonomy over their caring journey, which has been highlighted as a key concern of
potential foster carers (Randle et al., 2014) and was also revealed as a concern of participants in
the present study.
The third point for discussion relates to the distinctive characteristics of people who
would consider adopting a child, and the need for customised marketing campaigns to reach
them. Age was a predictor of likelihood of considering adoption, with younger people more
likely to consider adopting than older people. Other factors associated with higher consideration
of adoption included having knowledge of open adoption or knowing someone who had been
adopted, greater social support and life satisfaction, higher education, higher income, being in
full-time paid-employment, living in urban-city regions, actively practicing a religion, and not
currently having any children of their own. Segments of the population that have distinctive
characteristics make them suitable for customized target marketing campaigns. Knowing that
those likely to consider adopting are younger, employed and have a religious affiliation means
that communicating messages through professional publications, through religious groups or at
venues likely to be attended by younger people (e.g. adult sporting clubs) have a higher chance
of reaching people with these attributes. Knowing they have higher levels of social support and
higher life satisfaction means that these messages can also be incorporated into targeted
marketing campaigns such that they attract the attention of people who also share these
psychological and social characteristics.
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Limitations and Future Research
While attempts were made to find a sample representative of the NSW population in age
and gender, it is important to note that the study is limited by selection bias. For example, nearly
half of the sample held at least a Bachelor’s degree and were in full-time employment outside of
their home. On the other hand, the census findings from the Australian Bureau of Statistics
(2017, 2018) indicate that more people are in full-time employment (64%) and fewer people
have a minimum educational level of Bachelor’s degree (27%) in NSW. Despite this, however, it
is apparent that even among a relatively well-educated sample, understanding of open adoption is
still quite low. Another limitation of the study is that the survey omitted questions about the
cultural background of respondents. The NSW Adoption Act notes that, in determining whether
an adoption should be made for a child, prospective adoptive parent(s) must demonstrate a
capacity and willingness to support the child to develop a healthy and positive cultural identity.
Given the multicultural nature of the Australian population and the requirement for prospective
adoptive parents to maintain children’s links to their heritage, future studies can explore
motivation to adopt within different cultural groups.
The findings of the current study suggest several other avenues of further research. For
example, future studies can examine the differential recruitment of carers and better understand
the kinds of people who may be interested in different forms of care (e.g., emergency, shortterm, or long-term care and prospective adoptive parents). Moreover, research is needed to
identify effective marketing messages that will appeal to those who are interested in adopting
from out-of-home care. In addition, future research can follow those who apply to become
prospective adoptive parents to explore the factors that influence their decisions to continue or
terminate the adoption process.
In conclusion, adoption from out-of-home care is a relatively new practice in Australia,
and is predominately used in NSW. Increased numbers of children entering and remaining in
care over the last decade suggest the need for stable, permanent forms of care, including open
adoption. The findings of this study strongly suggest that the general public lacks knowledge
about current adoption practices, the application process, and the availability of post-adoption
support. Public education and targeted messaging may encourage greater interest in open
adoption from out-of-home care, by clarifying the process of adoption and the availability of
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financial support for adoptive parents. Policy should also ensure adoptive parents receive
adequate non-financial post-adoption supports when they adopt a child from out-of-home care.

Acknowledgements: The authors would like to thank Suzanne Pope for providing technical
support for the implementation of the survey. This research was funded as part of a grant from
the New South Wales government.

19

References
Aboriginal Child, Family and Community Care State Secretariat (AbSec). (2018). Inquiry into
Open Adoption: AbSec Submission. New South Wales: AbSec. Retrieved from
https://www.absec.org.au/images/downloads/AbSec-Submission-Inquiry-into-AdoptionMay-2018.pdf
Adopt Change. (2015). Modern families: Attitudes and perceptions of adoption in Australia.
Retrieved from
https://engonetac.blob.core.windows.net/assets/uploads/files/Assets/FINALAdoptChange-ResearchAugust2015.pdf
Adoption and Foster Care Analysis and Reporting System data. (2017). Trends in foster care and
adoption, FY2007 – FY2016. U.S. Children's Bureau, Administration for Children, Youth
and Families. Retrieved from
https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/cb/trends_fostercare_adoption_07thru16.pdf
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2017). Education and Work, Australia, May 2017, cat. no.
6227.0. Retrieved from
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/6227.0Main+Features1May%202
017?OpenDocument
Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2018). Labour Force, Australia, August 2018, cat. no. 6202.0.
Retrieved from
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/DetailsPage/6202.0August%202018?Open
Document
Australian Human Rights Commission. (2012). Face the facts: Some questions and answers
about Indigenous peoples, migrants and refugees and asylum seekers. Retrieved from
https://www.humanrights.gov.au/sites/default/files/content/racial_discrimination/face_fac
ts/ftf_2012_web.pdf
Australian Institute of Family Studies. (1992). Adoption law in Australia. Australian Family
Briefings 1.
Australian Institute of Health and Welfare AIHW. (2018). Adoptions Australia 2017–18. Child
Welfare series no. 69. Cat. no. CWS 66. Canberra: AIHW.
Bausch, R. S. (2006). Predicting willingness to adopt a child: A consideration of demographic
and attitudinal factors. Sociological Perspectives, 49(1), 47-65.
Beek, M., & Schofield, G. (2002). Foster carers’ perspectives on permanence. A focus group
study. Adoption and Fostering, 26(2), 14–27.
Cashmore, J. (2014). Children in the out-of-home care system. Families, policy and the law:
Selected essays on contemporary issues for Australia, 143-150. Retrieved from
https://aifs.gov.au/publications/families-policy-and-law/15-children-out-home-caresystem
Children and Young Persons (Care and Protection) Act 1998. (NSW) (Austl.). Retrieved from
https://www.legislation.nsw.gov.au/#/view/act/1998/157/full

20

Ciarrochi, J., Randle, M., Miller, L., & Dolnicar, S. (2012). Hope for the future: Identifying the
individual difference characteristics of people who are interested in and intend to fostercare. British Journal of Social Work, 42(1), 7–25.
Courville, T., & Thompson, B. (2001). Use of structure coefficients in published multiple
regression articles: β is not enough. Educational and Psychological Measurement, 61(2),
229–248.
Dave Thomas Foundation for Adoption. (2013). National foster care: Adoption attitudes survey.
Retrieved from https://dciw4f53l7k9i.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/DTFAHarrisPoll-REPORT-USA-FINALl.pdf
Denby, R.W., Alford, K.A., & Ayala, J. (2011). The journey to adopt a child who has special
needs: Parents’ perspectives. Children and Youth Services Review, 33(9), 1543–1554.
Department for Education DfE. (2017). Children looked after in England (including adoption),
year ending 31 March 2017. SFR 50/2017. Retrieved from
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/children-looked-after-in-england-includingadoption-2016-to-2017
Diener, E., Emmons, R., Larsen, R., & Griffin, S. (1985). The satisfaction with life scale.
Journal of Personality Assessment, 49(1), 71–75.
Evan B. Donaldson Adoption Institute. (2002). National adoption attitudes survey. Retrieved
from https://www.adoptioninstitute.org/wpcontent/uploads/2013/12/Adoption_Attitudes_Survey.pdf
Ferrerira, S. (2014). Open adoption: Creating permanency and continuity. Australian Journal of
Adoption, 8(1), 1–11.
Higgins, D. (2010). Impact of past adoption practices: Summary of key issues from Australian
research. Canberra: Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and
Indigenous Affairs. Retrieved from
https://www.dss.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/pastadoptionreport.pdf
Higgins, D. J. (2012). Past and present adoptions in Australia. Melbourne: Australian Institute
of Family Studies.
Keith, T.Z. (2006). Multiple regression and beyond. USA: Pearson Education, Inc.
Kenny, P., Higgins, D., Soloff, C., & Sweid, R. (2012). Past adoption experiences: National
research study on the service response to past adoption practices. Melbourne: Australian
Institute of Family Studies.
Khanna, N., & Killian, C. (2015). “We didn’t even think about adopting domestically” The role
of race and other factors in shaping parents’ decisions to adopt abroad. Sociological
Perspectives, 58(4), 570-594.
Luu, B., Collings, S., Wright, A.C., Pope, S., & Spencer, M. (2018). Open adoption of children
in NSW out-of-home care: Foster carers’ perceptions about the motivations and barriers.
Sydney: Institute of Open Adoption Studies, The University of Sydney. Retrieved from
https://sydney.edu.au/content/dam/corporate/documents/faculty-of-arts-and-social-

21

sciences/research/research-centres-institutes-groups/open-adoption-studies/fostercarerfullreport-jun2018.pdf
Malm, K., & Welti, K. (2010). Exploring motivations to adopt. Adoption Quarterly, 13(3-4),
185-208.
Meyers, L.S., Gamst, G., & Guarino, A.J. (2006). Applied multivariate research: Design and
interpretation. Thousand Oaks: SAGE Publications.
Moye, J., & Rinker, R. (2002). It's a hard knock life: Does the Adoption and Safe Families Act
of 1997 adequately address problems in the child welfare system? Harvard Journal on
Legislation, 37, 375–394.
NSW Family and Community Services. (2018). Open adoption information for carers. NSW:
Family and Community Services. Retrieved from
https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/file/0004/336631/Open-AdoptionInformation-for-Carers.pdf
Randle, M., Miller, L., Dolnicar, S., & Ciarrochi, J. (2014). The science of attracting foster
carers. Child & Family Social Work, 19(1), 65-75.
Ross, N. M., & Cashmore, J. (2016). Adoption reforms New South Wales style: A comparative
look. Australian Journal of Family Law 51, 30(1), 51-75
Sargent, S. (2003). Adoption and looked after children: A comparison of legal initiatives in the
UK and the USA. Adoption & Fostering, 27(2), 44–52.
Scott, A., & Duncan, C. (2013). Understanding attitudes, motivations and barriers to adoption
and fostering: A marketing proposal for the Department for Education. London:
Department for Education.
Sloan, B. (2013). Conflicting rights: English adoption law and the implementation of the UN
convention on the rights of the child. Child and Family Law Quarterly, 25(1), 40–60.
Smith, A. (2018, June 5). Funding boost for out-of-home care adoption in NSW. The Sydney
Morning Herald. Retrieved from https://www.smh.com.au/politics/nsw/funding-boostfor-out-of-home-care-adoption-in-nsw-20180604-p4zjf3.html
SNAICC. (2018). Inquiry Into Local Adoption Submission to the House of Representatives
Standing Committee on Social Policy and Legal Affairs. Victoria: SNAICC. Retrieved
from https://www.snaicc.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/SNAICC_SubmissionInquiry_into_Local_Adoption-May_2018.pdf
Tilbury, C., Burton, J., Sydenham, E., Boss, R., & Louw, T. (2013). Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander child placement principle: aims and core elements. Victoria: Secretariat of
National Aboriginal and Islander Child Care.
Tregeagle, S., Moggach, L., Cox, E., & Voigt, L. (2014). A pathway from long-term care to
adoption: Findings from an Australian permanency programme. Adoption & Fostering,
38(2), 115–130.
Tyebjee, T. (2003). Attitude, interest, and motivation for adoption and foster care. Child
Welfare, 82(6), 685–706.

22

Van Laningham, J.L., Scheuble, L.K., & Johnson, D.R. (2012). Social factors predicting
women’s consideration of adoption. Michigan Family Review, 16(1), 1–21.
Zimet, G., Dahlem, N., Zimet, S., & Farley, G. (1988). The multidimensional scale of perceived
social support. Journal of Personality Assessment, 1, 30–41.

23

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of respondents to general public survey.
Demographic Characteristic

Percentages

Region

All NSW
30% metropolitan
44% suburbs
26% regional

Gender

53% female
47% male

Age

18-24 years old (6%)
25-34 years old (28%)
35-44 years old (27%)
45-54 years old (17%)
55+ years old (22%)

Employment status

Unpaid work inside home (14%)
Full time paid work outside of home (46%)
Part time paid work outside home (17%)
Self-employed (7%)
Volunteer work (2%)
Retired (15%)

Education

Year 12 or below (21%)
Trade/Apprenticeship (35%)
Bachelor's degree or above (45%)

Actively practice a religion

Yes (30%)
No (70%)

In a relationship

Yes (66%)
No (33%)

Have own children

Yes (62%)
No (38%)

Average household income*

Low: less than $59,999 (28%)
Moderate: $60,000 to $99,999 (24%)
High: $100,000 or more (34%)
Prefer not to answer (13%)

* determined by splitting the groups into thirds: low, moderate, high
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Table 2. Results of General Linear Model univariate analyses for factors associated with
likelihood of considering adoption.
df

Gender

1,1028 .639

Relationship status

1,1028 .732

Knowledge of open
adoption**

1,1028 8.43

Knowing a friend,
sibling or relative who
had been adopted as a
child***

1,1028 41.63

.039 Know someone (M = 3.19, SE = .069)
Do not know someone (M = 3.73, SE = .049)

Perceived social
support***

2,1027 11.90

.023 High (M = 3.41, SE = .055)
Moderate (M = 3.67, SE = .060)
Low (M = 4.63, SE = .294)

Satisfaction with
life***

4,1025 6.46

Age***

Region***

Employment***

F

η2

Factor

Group Means (SE)

.001 Male (M = 3.58, SE = .059)
Female (M = 3.52, SE = .055)
.000 In a relationship (M = 3.54, SE = .049)
Not in a relationship (M = 3.57, SE = .071)
.008 Accurate knowledge (M = 3.31, SE = .091)
Inaccurate knowledge (M = 3.61, SE = .045)

.025 Extremely satisfied (M = 3.19, SE = .092)
Satisfied (M = 3.63, SE = .056)
Slightly satisfied (M = 3.55, SE = .083)
Neutral (M = 3.74, SE = .294)
Slightly dissatisfied (M = 4.09, SE = .189)
4,1025 106.46 .294 18-24-year-olds (M = 2.73, SE = .141)
25-34-year-olds (M = 2.77, SE = .065)
35-44-year-olds (M = 3.38, SE = .065)
45-54-year-olds (M = 3.98, SE = .083)
55 and over (M = 4.60, SE = .072)
2,1027 32.14 .059 Metropolitan (M = 3.14, SE = .071)
Suburban (M = 3.58, SE = .059)
Regional/rural (M = 3.97, SE = .077)
5,1024 32.61 .137 Full-time paid work outside home (M =
3.23, SE = .056)
Part-time paid work outside home (M =
3.41, SE = .092)
Unpaid work inside home (M = 3.65, SE =
.101)
Self-employed (M = 3.59, SE = .143)
Volunteer (M = 3.13, SE = .302)
25

Education***

2,1027 14.48

.027

Income***

2,892

.021

Religiosity***

1,1028 35.17

.033

Have children***

1,1019 14.87

.014

9.45

Retired (M = 4.63, SE = .098)
Bachelor’s degree or above (M = 3.31, SE =
.060)
Trade/apprenticeship (M = 3.72, SE = .068)
Secondary education only (M = 3.78, SE =
.088)
High (M = 3.44, SE = .069)
Moderate (M = 3.25, SE = .082)
Low (M = 3.73, SE = .076)
Actively practice (M = 3.19, SE = .072)
Do not actively practice (M = 3.70, SE =
.048)
No (M = 3.35, SE = .066)
Yes (M = 3.67, SE = .051)

Note. Significant differences between groups at *p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001. Lower scores indicate higher
likelihood of considering adopting a child now or in the future.
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Table 3. Regression coefficients, correlations and structure coefficients of predictors in the
stepwise regression.
Model

b

SE-b

Beta

Pearson

sr2

r

Structure
coefficient

Constant

-.097

.205

Age

.527

.030

.493

.544

.227

.901

Knowing someone who was adopted

.432

.075

.156

.220

.024

.365

Region

.208

.049

.119

.264

.013

.438

Actively practice religion

.293

.077

.104

.182

.010

.302

Life satisfaction

.123

.038

.089

.135

.008

.223

Note. The dependent variable was the likelihood of considering adoption. R2 = .364, Adjusted R2 = .361. sr2 is the
squared semi-partial correlation.

Figure Captions

Figure 1. Factors that would encourage the public to consider adoption from foster care.

Figure 2. Specific concerns held by the public about adopting a child from foster care.
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